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young Bailey not grow up to be as great a poet as
Shelley ? Already he possessed sustained powers
of a very high order. He had actually achieved,
at these his tender years, a body of philosophical
verse strenuous, fervent, and elevated. He had
already, as Swift might have said, his wings and his
music. What he lacked was what youth never
possesses, a sense of proportion, a delicacy of
workmanship, a full command over his materials.
These would naturally follow with the ripening
years, "which mellow what we write to the dull
sweets of rhyme/'

By what inscrutable fate was it ordained that
in this case the gifts never ripened at all ? At
twenty-three Bailey was perhaps the most " promis-
ing" of living English poets, and at eighty-six that
promise was still to be fulfilled. In 1902, as in
1839, Philip James Bailey was the author of
" Festus," neither more nor less. Had he died in
the last-mentioned year he would have retained a
foremost place among our " inheritors of unfulfilled
renown " ; he would be habitually mentioned with
Chatterton. But, by the oddest irony, he survived,
actively endeavouring to improve his position, until
extreme old age, and yet was never able to recapture
his earliest melody and fervour. Meanwhile his
arrested development and successive mishaps did
not affect to any appreciable degree the fate of his
solitary production, which continued and continues
still to have a wide circle of readers. The case is odd
in itself and singular in the history of our literature.